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In an article published in the L.A. Weekly Magazine ("Disinformation: an examination of six
years of incredible lying," 03/13-19/87), Fred Landis examines selected aspects of the Reagan
administration's destabilization campaign aimed at Nicaragua which are reminiscent of the CIA's
work against the Chilean government in the 1970s. An important "asset" in the destabilization plan
against Nicaragua has been the newspaper La Prensa. According to Landis, one sign of La Prensa's
stature as a CIA asset was the naming after the 1979 revolution of assistant editor Pedro Joaquin
Chamorro Jr. to the executive leadership of the InterAmerican Press Association. The IAPA soon
thereafter began providing extensive coverage in its newsletter to "threats" against free speech in
Nicaragua. (Chamorro has since become one of the contras' civilian directors. In December 1977,
The New York Times identified the IAPA as a "covert action resource" of the CIA.) Landis wrote
that his research has shown that one of the Association's primary purposes is "to circulate through
its monthly newsletter groundless charges of threats to a free press in countries moving away from
US control." During the three-year period of CIA destabilization of the Chilean government in the
1970s, the IAPA newsletter devoted 25% of its space to alleged threats against the Chilean press
by the Allende government. These threats, writes Landis, were "pure disinformation," since the
Allende government never intervened "in the rambunctious Chilean press," which was largely
controlled by the right-wing hostile to government programs. IAPA frequently declared that the
newspaper El Mercurio was a target of the Allende government. In July 1971, the paper's director,
Rene Silver Espejo, told Landis in a taped interview that nothing whatever had happened to El
Mercurio. (As documented in the 619-page 1978 report, The CIA and the Media, the House Select
Committee on Intelligence learned that El Mercurio was identified as a focus of CIA activities in the
early 1970s.) Another sign of the CIA's takeover of La Prensa, writes Landis, was a dramatic change
in the nature of the paper's coverage, a technique also used by CIA-influenced newspapers in
Chile. La Prensa began publishing "sensational, National Enquirer-like articles that soon coincided
with a larger CIA effort to discredit Sandinista leaders," create divisions among the population
and demoralize the Nicaraguan people. Some examples of headlines from early 1981, when the
Reagan administration stepped up anti-Sandinista activities, follow: "Beware of Exotic Plague,"
"Plague Threatens Tobacco," "Giant Mosquitos Invade Managua They Are Bloodsuckers," "Rabid
Vampire Bats Transmit Rabies," "Malaria Plague Treated by Cuban Technicians," "16 Children
With Polio," "Russians Bring Polio Vaccine," "Cuban Cattle Bring Hoof-And-Mouth Disease,"
"Mosquitos Transmit Dengue Fever," "Cuban Pork Infected With Swine Virus." Such headlines
were coordinated with rumor and graffiti campaigns with the aim of giving a religious meaning to
the plagues allegedly inflicting Nicaragua, comparing them to the biblical plagues sent to Egypt
as a sign of God's displeasure. Landis writes that many of the articles were total fabrications
(there were no plagues), or based on distortions or information taken out of context. Cubans and
Russians were linked to the plagues and punishment of Nicaragua. (At the time, there were very
few Russians and Cubans present in Nicaragua.) The CIA-controlled Chilean papers during the
Allende administration mounted identical efforts. Landis writes, "As in Chile, where El Mercurio
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had carried stories constantly associating mutilation with food in order to create an image of total
and absolute chaos and nausea in the country, La Prensa also peppered its paper with mutilation
stories in early 1981." Examples of such headlines follow: "Three Babies Born Without Heads in
Leon," "Criminal Band in Leon Commits Cannibalism," "Head Missing of Labor Leader," "Capture
Jack the Ripper." In subsequent months, La Prensa published several articles about the Virgin
Mother appearing in Nicaragua. According to the paper's religious editor, Humberto Belli, the
Virgin let it be known that she was not happy with the Sandinistas. After her first appearance,
according to La Prensa, a plaster statue of the Virgin was found to be miraculously sweating. "Soon
after, La Prensa was reporting the Virgin being widely sighted in street lamps and light bulbs.
Before Grenada was redeemed by the Marines, La Prensa reported the Virgin descending upon
it as well." The Virgin also appeared over the next year, according to La Prensa, in Cuba, Poland,
Czechoslovakia and China. The message was apparently that the Virgin was going after socialist
countries, and therefore, Nicaragua must be socialist. Landis points out that the "Virgin campaign"
followed a move by the Reagan administration to expand covert operations against Nicaragua.
Landis notes that another disinformation technique used by La Prensa (as in the Chilean press
during the Allende government) was the juxtaposition of photos of Sandinista leaders next to
articles about vicious criminals. Any rumors which linked the Sandinistas to crime or abuses "were
dramatically played up, as were instances of citizens' discontent." Landis states that the Sandinistas
were reluctant to intervene in La Prensa for fear that such a move would provide the Reagan
administration with additional ammunition in its anti-Sandinista crusade. By mid-1982, however,
the war with the CIA-created contra army had escalated, alongside an intensified CIA sabotage and
economic and political destabilization campaign. [According to the London Times and the Nation
magazine, opposition politicians were bribed and the Church was pressured by the CIA to adopt
a strong anti-Sandinista position.] The Sandinistas felt compelled to implement an emergency
decree restricting rights of assembly and imposing press censorship. "By this time La Prensa was
openly engaged in creating buying panics in already shortage-plagued Nicaragua. By reporting
that a certain commodity was about to be in short supply (though it actually wasn't), La Prensa
fomented buying rushes and soon after, those commodities were in short supply." Censorship of La
Prensa was the objective of the CIA and the Reagan administration, since no other element carried
so much weight with the US public, media and Congress. Given the importance of La Prensa as
a propaganda tool, the administration ensured that the paper was openly funded after Congress
cut off covert CIA operations against Nicaragua. From January 1985 until Managua finally shut La
Prensa down late in 1986, the paper received money from the National Endowment for Democracy,
a non-profit, tax-exempt agency funded by the US Congress. Landis presents the following quote by
Roger Fontaine, former head of Latin American planning at the National Security Council (Insight,
01/19/87), as a means to appreciate the effectiveness of integrated psychological warfare, rumor
and press campaigns: "The first attack on the Sandinista power structure took place in Managua
the night of Nov. 17, 1986. About 2,000 slum dwellers attacked and destroyed a police station. The
barrio's inhabitants were spurred to violence after rumors circulated for weeks that the Sandinistas
protected occult groups who were kidnapping children for blood extraction, dismemberment
and cannibalism. State Department officers at the US Embassy in Managua confirmed that the
grisly stories had circulated... "`One common story,' one cable reported, `asserts that a satanic
cult kidnaps children, whose blood is extracted for an ailing Sandinista comandante and whose
bodies are used as meat.'" The L.A. Times Magazine pointed out that the contra radio station was
pushing this tale for all it was worth. [On Oct. 12, 1987, Newsday reported that in early October, La
Prensa general director Jaime Chamorro confirmed that the newspaper has received "essential"
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financing from the US government without which it would not be able to operate. The funding is
distributed through the National Foundation for Democracy. The NFD had promised computerized
typographic machinery to La Prensa by the end of 1987, and during the two previous fiscal years had
given $254,000 to the paper.] (Summaries of L.A. Times Magazine article, Newsday report, from the
Central American Resource Center, Minneapolis, Minnesota)

-- End --
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